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NEW LIGHT ON THE 
ORIGIN OF THE FOUR-COLOR CONJECTURE 
A Letter from John Wilson 
Math. Dept., Sheldon High School 
2455 Willakenzie Road, Eugene, Oregon 
While working on De Morgan's contributions to the Athenaeum 
I came upon a reference to the four-color conjecture which might 
be of interest. The paragraph quoted below is from De Morgan's 
review of Whewell's The Philosophy of Discovery in the Athenaeum 
of April 14, 1860, pp. 501-3. 
When a person colours a map, say the countries in a kingdom, 
it is clear he must have so many different colours that every 
pair of countries which have some common boundary line--not a 
mere meeting of two corners--must have different colours. Now, 
it must have been always known to map-colourers that four different 
colours are enough. Let the counties come cranking in, as Hotspur 
says, with as many and as odd convolutions as the designer chooses 
to give them: let them yo in and out and roundabout in such a 
manner that it would be quite absurd in the Queen's writ to tell 
the sheriff that A.B. could run up and down in his bailiwick: 
still, four colours will be enouyh to make all requisite distinc- 
tion. This arises in the following way. We never need four colour 
in a neighborhood unless there be four counties, each of which 
has boundary lines in common with each of the other three. Such 
a thing cannot happen with four areas unless one or more of them 
be inclosed by the rest; and the colour used for the inclosed 
county is thus set free to go on with. Now this principle, that 
four areas cannot each have common boundary with all the other 
three without inclosure, is not, we fully believe, capable of 
demonstration upon anything more evident or more elementary: it 
must stand as a postulate.... 
I think this passage throws some additional light on points 
raised in May's 1965 paper in Isis 56(3), 346-348: 
(1) The tradition that map-makers were aware of the four- 
color "fact" was initiated by De Morgan. 
(2) The paragraph quoted is the "somewhere" referred to by 
Cayley in 1879. The Athenaeum was well-known and widely read 
in Victorian intellectual circles, and it was an open secret--in 
1860--among scientists, mathematicians and philosophers that 
De Morgan wrote nearly all the reviews of mathematical and philo- 
sophical books. I would even guess that Cayley knew very well 
where he had read the reference, but was obliged to conform to 
the fiction that the Athenaeum reviews were authorless. 
(3) By 1860 De Morgan had resolved the doubts raised in his 
1852 letter to Hamilton. Not only had the four-color conjecture 
become a "necessary truth"; it was also undemonstrable and there- 
fore had to be taken as a postulate. 
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(4) The problem was well-known to Victorian mathematicians 
in 1860. Otherwise De Morgan would never have mentioned it in 
print without also giving credit to Guthrie. De Morgan was a 
veritable puritan on such matters. If there had been the 
slightest doubt in his mind that the problem had passed into the 
“public domain”, he would have noted its source, or at the very 
least renounced any claim to priority in his own presentation 
of the problem. 
HISTORY OF MATHEMATICS EDUCATION IN THE USA 
Dr. C. J. Irons (of Kelvin Grove College of Advanced Education, 
Victoria Park Rd., Kelvin Grove, Brisbane, Queensland 4059, 
Australia) writes: “My particular interest is the history of 
mathematics education in the United States. At present I have 
a collection of over 1000 volumes of textbooks from all disciplines 
and time periods. I am constantly adding new volumes to my 
collection through contacts in the U.S., but am anxious to find 
other individuals with my interests so that exchanges can be made. 
Areas of research have compared techniques for introducing mathe- 
matical topics during different historical periods, and the role 
of the past in planning curriculum for the future. I’ 
J V VAN’T HOFF WAS DUTCH 
Prof. PI. G. Beumer of the University of Technology of Delft, 
Netherlands writes: “Regarding the abstract in HM 2, 388, line 10 
from below, I want to tell you that J. H. van’t Hoff was a Dutch 
Nobel-laureate chemist, and not a German one, although he often 
worked in Germany. This fact was mentioned in my paper.” 
A PRIZE FOR HISTORY OF MATHEMATICS? 
Bertram Ross (Math. Dept., University of New Haven, West 
Haven, Conn. 06516) writes: “The American Mathematical Association 
usually awards the Chauvenet Prize every three years for papers 
conforming to certain criteria. Do you think it feasible to 
have a similar award (and attendant publicity) for papers written 
on the History of Mathematics which conform to certain criteria?” 
What does the profession think? 
(More CORRESPONDENCE on p.29 
